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Rubbery Shrubbery 
Should we use rubber mulch 
in our landscapes? 
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Seminar road map 
Rubber mulch 
What is it? 
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Generating energy  
Rubberizing asphalt  
Playfields and landscapes 
Uses for scrap tires 
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Why use as a mulch? 
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Rubber mulch is less effective in 
controlling weeds than organic mulches 
Impact on weeds 
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Leaf yellowing, reduced tree growth, 
and increased tree mortality  
Soil tests show high levels of zinc  
Zinc toxicity can cause chlorosis 
Impact on plants 
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most preferred  
Wood chips were 
least preferred 
Impact on pests 
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Should recycled rubber be placed in 
greater contact with people, pets, 
and the environment?  
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Rubber mulch 
is the most 
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Rutherford, PA fire 
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. 
Tires broken down by microbes 
Many bacterial species 
White- and brown-rot fungi 
Decomposition  breakdown 
products  
Heavy metals  
Plasticizers  
Accelerators 
Decomposition of rubber mulch 
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Rubber leachates can kill 
entire aquatic communities 
Small particles have 
increased leaching potential 
Crumb rubber toxins found in 
air, soil and water 
Benzothiazole 
Polycyclic aromatic 
hydrocarbons (PAH)  
Heavy metals 
Toxicity of breakdown products 
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Continued documentation 
of crumb rubber toxins in 
turf fields 
No similar studies on 
rubber mulches 
Gardeners should be 
aware of potential 
contaminants 
Health concerns 
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Many colors available 
Easy to find  
Easy to apply  
Infrequent application  
Summary of 
benefits 
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Short term: 
Poor choice for weed control 




Release heavy metals and 
organic chemicals 
Potentially negative effects 




Summary of drawbacks 
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Food for thought: 
How does this differ from legal 
“dumping” as a landscape mulch? 
The EPA classifies illegally 
dumped tires as pollutants 
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Alternative mulches 
Better performers 
Pose no environmental risk 
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Living mulch 
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Many living mulches 
are resistant to foot 
traffic and make 
good turf 
replacements 
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Inorganic mulches can be 
aesthetically appealing 
Dr. Linda Chalker-Scott                   
WSU Extension Urban Horticulturist 
Stone mulches are ideal 
in dry environments  
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Chunky organic mulch 
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Depth of mulch critical 
Dr. Linda Chalker-Scott                    
WSU Extension Urban Horticulturist 
Woody mulches are “slow 
food” for landscapes 
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Mulch combinations 
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Living and inorganic 
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Living, inorganic and 
organic mulches 
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http://cru.cahe.wsu.edu/CEPublications/
FS163E/FS163E.pdf 
New WSU Extension Fact Sheet 
on Rubber Mulch 
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WSU Gardening page 
www. http://gardening.wsu.edu 
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www.theinformedgardener.com 
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Theory and application of 
current landscape plant science 
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www.gardenprofessors.com 
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Visit us on Facebook! 
www.facebook.com/TheGardenProfessors 
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And join the Garden Professors group 
www.facebook.com/groups/GardenProfessors/ 
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